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There were once nine gates to the town, which were guarded
day and night, and when darkness fell all unmarried men were
expelled to spend the night in huts outside. They were not
admitted until morning.

I had heard that there was some excitement in Siwa,
for a merchant caravan had arrived from Italian Tripoli,
the first for many months. This sounded romantic, and I
expected something rather spectacular. But when we came
to a small market-house roofed with palm trunks and branches,
I saw four Bedouin squatting on the floor, with knotted hand-
kerchiefs in front of them. This, I was told, was the caravan
from Tripoli. They opened their handkerchiefs and exposed
a few poor silver trinkets. They had travelled for days and
nights all the way across the desert, moving from well to well,
striking camp and moving on, to bring these pitiful little
things to the oasis. I thought this was an insight into the
grim energy of such primitive commerce. Archaeologists
often wonder how a silver ring could have got here or there.
I suppose there have always been men like these merchants
from Tripoli, who would bring a ring across the whole
world just for the pleasure of having a cup of tea and a gossip
at the end of the journey.

The market itself was an object lesson in the simplicity of
life in this oasis. There were not more than ten merchants,
and each sat cross-legged, with a sack in front of him. One
sack would hold about four pounds of granulated sugar,
another two or three pounds of tea; in a third would be some
beans or lentils. To people accustomed to such a frugal
market, no doubt the handkerchiefs of the Tripolitan Bedouin
must have looked like Carder's window in Bond Street.

We entered the date market not far away, a large open
space floored witl} dates drying in the sun: some were a rich
gold, some yellow, and some the colour of horse chestnuts.
The Mamur explained that the dates are of many kinds, each
with its own name. Some Siwans are so expert in date
culture that they can tell from which garden a particular date
has come.

It is a custom that anyone can enter this market during the
date harvest and eat as many dates as he likes. But he must
not put one in his pocket.